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ulia Bainbridge's mother stood in the

Crow

tPJs she came out of the coma, Julia

doorway of the kitchen, drying her bands on a
tattered dish towel. "Where are you going?" Mrs.
Bainbridge asked, her voice brittle and overbright.
"I don't know," Julia replied. Seeing the frown
of worry between her mother's eyebrows, she added,
"Probably the usual."
"Don't stay out too late. Ob, there's a college
fair at West Brook High tomorrow."
"I know, Mom. You told me." Julia slung her
purse over her shoulder and left to avoid yet another
argument eoeceming her lade of ambition.
Not a lade of ambition, she told herself. Raw
fear was the face her demon wore. The thought of
stepping over that threshold left her stomach
churning.
A red light stopped her at the intersection of
Madison and Maple. To the left, she could see the
lights of The Colony, a dance place for local
students.
"Tonight I should do something different," she
said out loud, and clicked her left nun signal. Then
the light changed, and without thinking, she drove
straight ahead instead ofnuning. The driver
behind her blared his horn, and she hunched down
in her seat, feeling the heat rush to her- face.
Instead of The Colooy, she had beaded toward her
usual evening destination. the Cuppa Cafe.
The car behind her sped up and passed her,
and she caught a glimpse of movement that
suggested an obscene gesture from the driver.
"Sorry." she muttered, slowing down to put more
distance between them. As she continued on, she
said, "rm such a waste. I am a complete idiot."
A pair of headlights bobbled into her lane, but
only for an instant, and she was watching the side
of the road for the tum into Cuppa Cafe. A
moment later, the other car was there, in her path,
moving much to fast for her to do anything to stop
the crash.

remembered nothing of the accident except that
moment when the other car's headlights seared her
eyeballs. It was as though someone had cut a piece
from her life and spliced together what remained.
"I've lost a whole year?" she asked,
bewildered.
"Don't push yourself too bard," warned the
thcnpist her doctor bad recommended. "The
events of that night may come back in time. But
you have to accept that you may nevc:r remember."
By the time the man who hit her car went to
trial a few weeks later, she still wasn't well enough
to leave the hospital. "You aren't needed to testify,"
her mother said, trying to keep her in bed.
"I need to be there. It would help to see him go
to jail. Closure," she added, throwing in ooe of the
therapist's terms. When her mother showed signs
of wavering, though, the doctor stepped in and told
her she couldn't go. More time in traction. More
rest for her body. More tests to be sure the coma
hadn't damaged her mind forever.
Her mother kept her posted oo the trial, partly
to try to help her piece the events of that night
together. Despite the evidence of a blood-alcohol
content high above what the law allowed, the other
driver insisted that he had only swerved to avoid an
animal in the road. "He said it was like a dog, a
wild dog," reported her mother. "Maybe he meant
a coyote. Did you see a ~?"
"I don't," the words came slowly, "remember."
She knew those blank spots frightened her mother
far more than the physical wounds. It was as if the
coma lurked in the shadows, waiting to strike her
down again. "I don't remember a coyote," she
repeated.
As she recovered from the accident, her parents
begged her to go to college, and when she showed
no interest, began making suggestions of volun.work or offered the names of friends who might be
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him before.
"The )imp's better."
She scuffed her toe in the dirt at the edge of the
trail. "Yeah. Better."
He held the Jure up to the sunlight and studied
it. "You need something to do." He still hadn't
looked at her. as he tucked the finished fly into a
plastic box.
"I'm busy getting well." It was what she told
her parents.
"Are you?" He turned his back to her and took
out a custom case for a fishing rod. Annoyed. she
continued on her way.
Halfway through the six miles she usually
covered in her daily walk, she stopped at a point
where the edge of the river rose up and overlooked
Rusty Bar. a pile of stone that jutted out of the
water only a few yards from the bank. Around it
the current broke into swirls and eddies that
mesmerized Julia. As she looked for patterns in the
ripples, the knot of tension within her loosened. so
that when the coyote suddenly reappeared below
her, she only jumped a little.
Once she took the time to really look at it. she
realized that it wasn't a very big animal, like a
good-sized dog but thinner and more rangy. It
a-ouched at the water's edge and drank. its ears
cocked forward. Something startled it and it leaped
to its feet. snapping at the empty air. Julia backed
away, afraid that the animal was rabid, but it
ignored hc:c as it went slinking up and down the
river bank. sniffing at the beat-aaclced mud,
chewing on sticks, and poking at rocks with its
nose.
Finally it seemed to find what it was looking
for. Someoee had collected smooth river rodes,
some no bigger than a fist and others larger than
Julia's head. and stacked them haphazardly.
balancing them one atop anothtt at aazy angles so
that at first glance it appeared a flood bad piled
them there, But as she examined them more
closely. she saw crude sculptures. One might have
been a deer. with dry branches for antlers. Another
looked like a seated man, though the figure was
bulky in the wrong places, and the sculptor had
used moss-covered stones that gave it an odd tinge
even in the bright sunlight.
The coyote pawed at the green man and the
deer in tum, but the smooth rocks held their places.
Julia wondered whether she should drive it away to
protect the artwork, but even if the coyote
succeeded in damaging one, it could always be put
back together. Before she could decide, the animal

willing to give her a job.
"I don't want charity." she bad said, making
the effort to speak slowly so her voice would stay
clear and even. "I don't want to wonder ifl'm only
there because someone--" the word eluded her for a
moment-"because someone felt obligated to you."
"But they'll see what you're capable of," her
mother argued.
"I'm capable of nothing." She turned away.
then faced her mother again, holding up a band that
would not stop trembling. "Nothing."
"It will take time," said her mother. brushing
Julia's hair out of her eyes.
Aftc:c that, Julia began taking the bus to the
library. spending long hours immersed in books to
avoid her mother's patient, uncomprehending
encouragement. She stumbled upoo a book of
world mythology and folklore. and marveled at a
world in which gods walked. How would it be, she
mused. to be healed in an instant?

l

he coyote's tawny-gray coat blended with

the sun-bleached grass and river rock; ooly the
sense of sudden and unexpected movement at the
comer of Julia's vision betrayed its presence,
When she saw the coyote she started. and her
sneakers caught on the broken asphalt at the edge
of the bike trail. At the sound of her sruftling. the
coyote turned its long muzzle in her direction,
uttered one yelp, and then trotted off through the
Jive oaks in the direction of the river.
Julia let out a sigh that mixed relief with
annoyance, as she brushed the dirt from bc:c knees
and hands. As she walked on, she noticed that her
limp was a little more pronounced. but she made a
conscious effort to shrug off the thougbL The sun
blazed all around her. and a hawk coasted on an
updraft overhead. She couldn't hear the river; a
second year of drought bad slowed it to a crawl.
"A dry year for me. too." she murmured. Yet
the river at least had a sure course to follow. its
destination ever the same despite its meandering.
On a weekday morning the trail by the Blue
River was almost always deserted, except for a few
people like her with time on their hands.
"I didn't see you yesterday." The old man at
the picnic table wrapped red thread around the
fishing lure and tied it.
Julia shrugged. "Doctor's appointment," She
guessed he was talking to her. though be sat in the
shadows and didn't look at her. He seemed
familiar, though she was sure she'd never spoken to
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gave up its task, and, raising its leg at a jaunty

and finally she tore out that page and threw it into
the recycling bin in the garage.
For the next several days she saw the coyote
when she walked, but only from a distance. The
strange scarecrow man she saw not at all. The rock
sculptures remained unchanged, even though they
still looked as if a stiff breeze-or a nudge from a
curious ooyote-<X>Uld topple them.
So her life was static until the day she signed
the papers with the insurance company.
"Do you feel vindicated?" asked Dr.
Ravenshaw.
Julia shrugged.
"How do you feel? You won't have to fight a
lengthy court battle."
"I never thought I would. The othea- driver was
drunk. They knew they would have to pay. It was
only a matter of when."
"But what do you want from life now? Where
are you going?"
Julia thought for a moment. "Where would I
go? Any step could put me out in traffic again."
She shied away from that line of thought. "The
settlement means ... little."
Dr. Ravenshaw pushed a strand of graying hair
out of her eyes. The older woman's expression
remained neutral, but Julia caught an underlying
current of impatience. "What does have meaning
for you?"
"I don't understand." Julia took refuge in
confusion.
"I'm wondering what you want from the rest of
your life. There seems to be a lack of connection ..
. no, it's as if you're deliberately cutting all
connection to reality. Cocooning yourself."
Julia sat forward, her hands clenched into fists.
"That man took a year of my life, a year that Iwas
lying in a coma, knowing nothing, being nothing.
He almost took it all. How can I be sure it won't
happen again?"
As always when Julia turned the tables and
asked questions, the therapist shook her head and
didn't answer. And as always, Julia left a short
time later feeling unresolved, as if she had spent an
hour searching a library for a certain book, to learn
that the only copy was written in ameiform.

angle, winated on the deer.
As it lowered its leg, its yellow-green gaze met
Julia's, and its muzzle opened in a tongue-lolling
grin. She couldn't help smiling back at its defiance.
'Probably feels like he's getting even with the guy
that intruded on his tenit<Jry,' she thought.
And then she heard the coyote say, "Be careful,
cub. The walkers are abroad."
The voice growled in her ears, echoing even
after the breeze swallowed the words. That same
breeze kicked up a drift of dust at her. She choked
back a sneeze and rubbed the sheen of tears out of
her eyes, but when she glanced down again at the
rock sculptures, the coyote had vanished.
The incidc:ot started to drift to the back of her
mind as she continued along the trail toward the
access road that led to her street. Other, more
pressing concerns pushed to the fore, such as
whether she should accept the settlement the
insurance company had offi:red. That would mean
another ending-and beginning. More choices. She
was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she when
she encountered another hiker going in the opposite
directioo, she moved out of the way without a
glance.
The way that his breath hissed raised her eyes.
He was staring at ha- with a scornfu] cxpr~oo.
Though she couldn't figure out why he might be
angry, she murmured, "Sorry," as she stepped past
him. He stalked on without answering, his arms
swinging violently like an animated scarecrow, and
she couldn't help staring. The shoes he wore
particularly caught her attention: rather than
hiking boots or sneakers, he wore homemade

moccasins.
As she watched him walk away, she noticed
the air around him shimmer like beat haze. When
she focused her eyes, the haze darkened and
writhed, and a rent appeared in it, just above the
man's head. Unable to look away despite the
churning fear in her gut. she waited to see what
might lie beyond that bole. Then the man paused
in mid-stride, his body shifting as if he was about to
tum around, and she spun away, hurrying
homeward.

L

ater, she tried to put the experiences into

~

words for the journal her therapist, Dr. Ravenshaw,
had instructed her to keep. She felt the words
slithering away from what had happened, though,

11 week when she took her walks, she

looked for the coyote but he was nowhere to be
found. She hoped it hadn't been bit by a car on the
access road, or been caught poaching someone's
pets. She felt like a coyote herself sometimes, along
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over and over until she was dizzy.
He moved away from her, pacing around the
statues, bis steps quick and careful. She knew he
was sniffing, testing the air. "Soon," he murmured.
"Soon what?" While she knew she should be
wary of a god, especially one known as the
Trickster, curiosity got the best of caution. "Did
you make these? What are they going to do?"
"I did not make these. Gab!" He spat at the
foot of the man-figure, and Julia sme!led the sharp
scent of ozone. Coyote shook himself and growled
low in his throat. "These are the work of fools."
"I think they're rather nice. Primitive."
He rolled bis eyes. "These are gods. The kind
that trade blood for rain."
Julia gasped. "Blood for rain? You mean
there's some kind of cult operating down here on
the nature trail?" She glanced around, but there
was no one in sight, no sound but the birds and the
murmur of the river.
When she started to leave, Coyote caught her
arm. "They mean well, but ... there is no place for
them-" he gestured at the statues-"here and now."
Julia shuddered, her mind calling up pictures
of ancient rites she had seen in National
Geographic. A chill aawled at the base ofbcr
nedc. She didn't like the implications of the
conversation. and she bad her doubts about Coyote
as well. "Why are you telling me this?"
"I thought you would like to know."
She frowned. lfbe was not exactly forthright,
at least it was in character. "So bow come there's
no statue of you?"
"I never left. I adapted. People tell my stories
in many places." He paused. "Midsummer night is
coming.· That's a night of power."
"What are you suggesting?"
He shrugged. "In the stories, there are
talismans that give the hero power. Find your
talisman."
"Find my-"
"What is that?" He was staring over her
shoulder, eyes wide, so she turned to see what had
startled him. The river was empty except for the
currents. At the sound ofa yip oflaugbter, she
looked back in time to see Coyote's brush of a tail
vanish up over the embankment.
"Hey! Come back here." There was no reply.
She climbed up the rise to the trail, feet
slipping in the sandy soil, and turned toward home,
muttering under her breath. "'Find a talisman,' he
says. Does be expect me to do something about
this?" She threw up her arms in exasperation. then
lowered them again when she realized someone was

in a hostile world; the difference perhaps being that
she sensed her isolation.
At her stopping place, she paused and looked
down at the sculptures. Perhaps it was only her
imagination, but it seemed there was a new figure:

a sharp-fanged snake with its tail rising up over its
back.
She thought about the coming week. The next
day she had another appointment with the therapist,
but still no answers for the woman. Worse, her
mother had begun to sing the same song as Dr.
Ravenshaw: "You need to do something besides
wander around the park alone. You can't let that
drunk steal the rest of your life." No one
understands, she thought, as frustration boiled in
her.
For several days she'd fought the desire to
climb down the embankment to the river's edge and
examine the statues more closely, because she'd
read that leaving the paths in a park could damage
fragile plants. That morning, fed up with 'shoulds'
and 'shouldn'ts', she gave in to impulse, and picked
her way along the narrow trail that led to the water.
At close range, the works only measured two or
three feet in height, and it was harder to tell what
they represented. She reached out and gave the
deer's head a gentle push, then inaeased the
pressure when the stone held firm. Hunkering
down, she looked at the point where two stones
joined. There was no sign of glue, or any other
evidence that they had been linked by artificial
means.
She pushed again, and a voice behind her said,
"It is not wise to touch those."
Julia jumped to her feet and spun around,
afraid that the artist had come back to look at bis
work and caught her in an act of vandalism. "Did
you make these? I'm really sorry. I wasn't trying to
wredc them, I just wanted to see how they hold
together."
"Magi c. "
"Magic?" She stared. The man she faced
seemed at first to be quite old, with iron-gray hair,
and brown skin seamed and spotted by time. That
surprised her, for his voice had a youthful lilt to it.
He reminded her of the fisherman. Then she
caught his green-gold gaze. and knew who-«
what-he was.
"Coyote," she breathed.
He inclined bis head and smiled, the tip of bis
tongue protruding between his teeth. "Very good.
Most people need so many explanations."
Words clogged her throat, and she felt as
though she was caught in the river current, turned
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watching her. A glance over her shoulder revealed
the scarecrow man, surrounded by that haze.
Julia met his stare and looked away. Rather
than go, however, she continued to watch him,
wondering what it was about him that caught her
attention; the aura, she decided, which bung about
him; a cloud of power, she added, and with that
thought something in her mind clicked into place.
She almost turned away, but a glance down the
bike trail showed nothing but an empty stretch of
asphalt. Only she was there to sense the miasma of
evil that surrounded the scarecrow man. He
stepped into the underbrush, and Julia crept behind
him. A spell, she thought. I need something to
keep me quiet. Focusing on every step so her old
injl.U)' wouldn't betray her, she left the trail. As she
walked, she thought, "I am a shy squirrel. I am a
moving branch. I am an invisible wind," and it
seemed to her that her body was lighter, her
movements more sure.
The scarecrow man stopped once to look
around, but bis eyes skimmed over her so quickly
that she knew her mantra must have worked. He
left the trail and knelt before the statue of the green
man, and the hair on the nape of Julia's neclc:
priclc:led as though she was about to be strode by
lightning. The scarecrow man voiced a low chant,
and the hue around him darkened and aadded.
Long after be left, Julia sat in the bushes with
her chin in her hands. She sensed a great evil in
the man's actions, but bow was she supposed to stop
him? She had no powers, no talisman.

IF

Ordinarily Julia hated beepers, but the
distraction gave her a chance to come up with a
new topic of conversation. "rm thinking of making
some changes," she told the therapist.

5omething nagged at Julia during the ride
home on the light rail, but it wasn't until she
stepped off the train at the last station that she
realized her therapist had solved at least one of her
problems.
At home, she dialed the number of a friend. "I
have a favor to ask," she said.

Just

before sunset that evening, Julia set out

with a sack.lunch, a flashlight, and her talisman.
She found a secluded spot on the river to eat, and
then hid herself in the bushes near the statue of the
green man and waited.
The scarecrow man arrived first, in the
shadows of dusk, but others joined him as the
woods darkened. For some reason she had expected
thirteen, but there wa'C nine, five women and four
men. OnJy the scarecrow man had that aura of
power, though, and the others deferred to him.
The cultists lit candles and set them up on a
flat stone, then performed a ritual ablution in the
river. Finally they formed a circle around the stag,
snake, and green man and joined hands. As they
chanted, the wind rose, carrying a chamel stink of
blood and death. Julia shivered and wrapped her
arms around herself.
Glancing up through the tree branches, she saw
stars prickling the night sky. The chanting rose in
pitch, each voice speaking different words in a
different pattern,jarring Julia's ears with a
cacophony of sound. When she looked back at the
circle, the candle flames danced wildly against the
wind, then were blown out one by one. As the last
few guttered and died, she noticed that the shadows
of the statues seemed to be growing and flexing.
The scarecrow man uttered a hoarse,
triumphant scream as everything went dark.
Blinking to adjust her sight, Julia stood and pitched
her talisman-Lisa's cellular pheoe--into the midst
of the cultists, and let out a whoop ofber own at the
sound of plastic shattering against stone, and the
rumble of rocks falling.
Not wanting to miss anything, she turned the
flashlight oo the crowd and saw the pale, startled
faces of the cultists, and some dark bulk within the

or the remainder of that day and all

through the next morning, Julia pondered her
predicament. She believed Coyote had been telling
her to stop the scarecrow man, she had every
intention of trying to, but she still had no idea how.
Dr. Ravenshaw sensed her troubled mood.
"Tell me about what's bothering you."
"Well, you see," began Julia, then snapped her
mouth shut. There was no way to explain her
encounter with Coyote without sounding certifiable.
"Just restless, I guess," she concluded lamely.
The therapist waited for her to elaborate, and
just as the silence between them became
uncomfortable, a beep interrupted.
Julia released a sigh of relief as the therapist
jumped and picked up the smalJ rectangular box on
her desk. "I thought I put that in the drawer," the
woman murmured with a slight frown, and
apologized as she slipped it into the desk.
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out. its inky depths hiding
everything within it
The scarecrow man hissed. "Who has brought
a thing of the moment into our circle of the etemaJ?
Who dares corrupt the timeless with an object of
this time?"
"I do." She shifted the beam of the flashlight
so that it shone briefly on her faoe. He took a step
toward her.
"The police are coming." she told him, hoping
she sounded confident. Something brushed her
knee and growled, and she looked down and saw
Coyote. More growls echoed behind her, and the
cultists started to flee. But the darkness clung to
their heels and one by screaming one it sucked
them in, shrinking as it did until it had deflated like
a black balloon with a small hole in it. The darker
patch of shadow vanished with a hiss.·
Coyote got to his feet, in the shape of a man.
"Well done," he said.
Before she could reply, a high-pitched beeping
resonated. Julia glanced at the shattered remains
of Lisa's phone, but it couldn't be making the noise.
Then she noticed Coyote patting bis pockets, and to
her surprise he puJled out a pager.
"You carry a beeper?" She fought down a
wave oflaugbter.
"I'm a busy fellow." He checked the screen and
tucked it back in his shirt pocket.
"Wait a minute." She tried to grab his arm, but
he was suddenly oo the other side of hc:r, grinning.
"I just wrecked a perfi::ctly good cell phone that
doesn't even belong to me, and you could have done
this yourself?"
"Why would Iwant to wrcclc my pager?" His
smile became more conciliatory. "I am the
Trickster. You knew that from the beginning."
She shook her head in bewilderment and
turned toward home, Coyote's laughter echoing in
the shadows.

around a mouthful of com Oakes.
"You're going to miss another appointment
with Dr. Ravenshaw."
"rm not going." She was about to turn back to
her cereal when she realized that a sheen of tears
had misted her mother's eyes. "What?"
Hc:r mother's hands twisted around themselves.
"I'm sony. I swore I wouldn't say anything. Ijust" she sighed. "I just feel so angry."
"At me?"
"No. Yes. I hate to see you slip away from us
like this."
"I'm not." She paused. "I'll go to see Dr.
Ravenshaw. But it's not going to help."
"No. I suppose not." Mrs. Bainbridge ghosted
out of the room.
"Only Ican help myself now," murmured Julia.
Yet, true to her word, she went to keep the
appointment.
As she moved along the covered walkway in
the old town of Santa Carlita where the therapist's
office was located., she saw a shimmering in the air
down the block. Fear clutched at her; fur a moment
she thought the scarecrow man bad returned to take
revenge. Then she noticed the difference in the
haze, a coruscating blend of apple green and gold.
Standing oo bc:r tiptoes. she spotted a shaggy
gray head, and ttmgnized Coyote.
Julia wormed through the aowd, ignoring the
voice in her bead that told her she would be late for
her appointment. Her heart sank when a rent
opened in the air, the same bright colors as Coyote's
aura and eyes. As she hesitated, he turned and
glanced over his shoulder, tip of bis tongue
showing as be grinned, and vanished in an instant.
· The hole hung in the air lilce a curtain, and
pedestrians parted and flowed around it without
seeming to notice. Julia looked back once at the
wooden sign that marked her therapist's office, then
at the bole in the air. Io that moment of hesitation,
it healed itself and flickered out of existence.
She sighed, disappointed that her reluctance
bad cost her another adventure. At that moment,
her gaze fell on a sign at the next intersection. In
green letters on a yellow baclcground it read, 'Santa
Carlita Community College,' with an arrow
pointing to the right This time she didn't look
bade. "I am rushing wind in the trees," she
whispered. "I am sunlight dancing on green
grass."

circle that moved

~

s the days passed., her encounter with

Coyote and the cultists achieved a dream-like
quality, and when she stopped to think of it, she
wondered if it had al] been a hallucination, a battle
she had to fight to continue healing.
One morning she was eating breakfast when
she felt someone behind her. She glanced over her
shoulder, andjwnped at the sight of her mother,
stone-still, in the doorway. "What?" she asked
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